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‘A frivolous prosecution’: Allegations of Physical and Sexual Abuse of Domestic
Servants and the Defence of Colonial Patriarchy in Darwin and Singapore, 1880s–
1930s1
Claire Lowrie, University of Wollongong, Australia

Historians of domestic service have long asserted that exercising domestic mastery over
colonised servants was considered to be an expression and a symbol of coloniser status. At
the same time, intimate physical contact between ‘native’ servants and their employers could
destabilise hierarchical distinctions, thereby threatening the stability of colonial rule.2 The
potential for intimate relationships between employers and servants to affirm or contest
colonial hierarchies has been richly demonstrated in the small body of work on violence
within the colonial domestic service relationship. Historians of colonial Africa and the Pacific
have illustrated how (real and imagined) incidents of physical and sexual assault of white
employers by Indigenous and Asian domestic servants were interpreted as an attack on white
colonial power.3 At the same time, scholarship on India and Australia has considered how the
notions of racial superiority on which colonial societies rested enabled and excused the
physical and sexual abuse of Indigenous servants by their white employers. 4 Gender has
been a key concern within the literature on violence and domestic service, with much of the
scholarship exploring how white women became the focus of colonial anxieties, either as
victims of physical and sexual assault or as perpetrators of violence.
This chapter takes the literature in a new direction by exploring the relationship
between domestic service, violence and colonial masculinities in the settler colony of Darwin
and the exploitation colony of Singapore between the 1880s and the 1930s. By analysing the
representations of assault and abuse of domestic servants by their British, white Australian
1

and Chinese masters, the chapter aims to illuminate the ways in which violence could
challenge or sustain colonial patriarchy. Colonial legitimacy in Darwin and Singapore,
similarly with European colonial projects all over the world, rested on the belief that white
men were inherently righteous and benevolent rulers of the home and the colony.5 Instances
of white male violence towards colonised servants had the potential to unsettle such
assertions.
My argument in this chapter is that the ways in which violence towards Chinese and
Aboriginal servants was either justified or ignored by the press, colonial officials and
ordinary colonists reflected an underlying agenda to protect the reputation of ruling-class men
and the colonial venture as a whole. At the same time, I illustrate how the different status of
Darwin as a part of a settler colony and Singapore as an exploitation colony ensured that the
maintenance of colonial patriarchy played out in different ways. In Darwin, the aim of
creating a white settler society ensured that the image of white men as firm yet fair employers
of Chinese and Aboriginal servants prevailed despite evidence to the contrary. In Singapore,
too, British masters were depicted as civilising and good even as they were convicted of
assault of their Chinese houseboys. They were not, however, the only men whose kindly
image was safeguarded. In Singapore, where the stability of colonial rule relied upon the
cooperation of Chinese elites, the press and the government downplayed the abuse of young
Chinese bonded servants (mui tsai) employed in Chinese homes.
By comparing representations of violence, gender and domestic mastery in Darwin
and Singapore, this chapter aims to illuminate the shared and particular preoccupations and
processes which underpinned settler and non-settler colonial projects. Specifically, I argue
that race was the most important determiner of coloniser status in Darwin while in Singapore
class and masculinity were more important. Thus in Singapore, middle- and upper-class
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Chinese men were depicted, alongside British men, as worthy masters and colonisers. In
Darwin that status was reserved for white men and women only.
The level of documentation of violent assault by or towards domestic workers in
Darwin and Singapore differs significantly. Research for this chapter uncovered a mere seven
accounts of violence involving servants reported in Northern Territory newspapers including
the Northern Territory Times, the Northern Standard and (in the South Australian period) the
Register between 1880 and 1930. This compares with 41 incidents in Singapore’s English
language press including the Straits Times, the Singapore Free Press and Mercantile
Advertiser and the Malaya Tribune. The differences in the number of reported court cases is a
reflection of the larger population of Singapore compared to Darwin. It also reflects the larger
size of the domestic servant workforce in Singapore.6
The reported accounts of assault and abuse examined in this chapter probably reflect
only a small proportion of the violent altercations between employers and servants that took
place. The unequal power dynamic at the heart of the master–servant relationship mediated
against servants reporting their employers to the police for physical abuse. Even if they did
take them to court the balance of the law was not in servants’ favour. Under Masters and
Servants laws for example, judges had the power to fine employers for mistreatment of
servants but they tended to be more concerned with prosecuting servants who failed to deliver
‘faithful service’.7 Even so, Chinese servants in Darwin and Singapore (like their counterparts
in India and Hong Kong) sometimes turned to the law to redress their abuse by employers.8
Aboriginal servants in Darwin, it seems, did not. I uncovered no court cases brought by
Aboriginal servants against their employers.
While the record is sparse and one-sided, a critical reading of the cases of physical
and sexual assault reported in the press and discussed by colonial officials, together with an
analysis of oral histories and memoirs from servants and employers, gives a good indication
3

of how central violence was to the domestic service relationship. The ways in which violence
perpetrated by white-Australian, British and Chinese men was reported, policed and
remembered, as well as the ways in which it was ignored, erased and forgotten, provides
insights into the relationship between colonial patriarchy and domestic service in settler and
non-settler colonies.

Settlers, servants and the connected histories of Darwin and Singapore
In some ways Darwin and Singapore were very different colonies. Singapore’s colonial
history began in 1819 following the signing of a formal treaty with the Sultan of Johore.
Singapore was an exploitation colony in which the aim of colonisation was to generate profits
by extracting resources and exploiting migrant labour.9 The Northern Territory of Australia,
of which Port Darwin was the capital, was intended to be a ‘settler colony’ in which the
permanent settlement of British and white Australian colonists was pursued through the
violent dispossession of the traditional owners of the land.10 In contrast to the negotiation of a
treaty in the case of Singapore, the Northern Territory was considered to be a ‘wilderness for
the taking’ and Aboriginal people were treated accordingly.11 The contrasting objectives of
British colonialism in Singapore and Darwin was solidified with Australian Federation in
1901 after which point the Northern Territory ceased to be a British colony and was
subsumed into the Commonwealth of Australia.
While the underlying intentions of colonisation in Darwin and Singapore were very
different, as neighbouring ports situated in the Southeast Asian region the colonies
nonetheless had a good deal in common. The establishment of a settlement at Palmerston (as
Darwin was original called) in 1869 was the fifth attempt to establish a northern trading
outpost. The early residents of the town optimistically declared Darwin would become the
4

‘Singapore of Australia’ and the port was initially exempt from customs duties in order to
promote it as a free port like Singapore.12 The grand aspirations for Darwin did not eventuate
with economic recession and population decline setting in by the 1890s. While Singapore
rose to become one of the most successful port cities in Asia, Darwin remained a
backwater.13 Nonetheless, Darwin and Singapore remained connected by movement of
migrants, tourists and trade along the steam ship lines which linked the ports (see figure 1).

[INSERT FIGURE 1 NEAR HERE]
Figure 1. Burns Philp Steamship Line between Singapore and Darwin. Picturesque Travel,
Burns Philp and Company, no. 6, 1925, National Library of Australia.

The different levels of success that Darwin and Singapore enjoyed as trading ports
was reflected in the size of their populations. In 1911, Singapore’s population reached
303,321 while Darwin’s was a mere 1,387. Yet there were similarities in the ethnic
composition of the populations. In 1911, ten years after the introduction of the White
Australia Policy, Darwin’s population, like that of Singapore, was multi-ethnic with the
Chinese population still the largest ethnic group resident in the town.14 The ethnically diverse
nature of Darwin’s population calls into question its status a white settler colony. While
distinctions between settler and non-settler colonies might illuminate the intentions of
colonial projects, such categorisations do not always reflect the realities on the ground.15
The nature of Singapore’s population also illustrates the unfixed and ambiguous
nature of categories such as ‘settler’ versus ‘exploitation’ colonies.16 Many of the Chinese
migrants who came to Singapore ended up settling permanently in the colony. 17 By 1911, the
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Chinese population of Singapore had stabilised at 72 per cent of the total population.18 Like
Asian migrants resident in other European colonies, the Chinese community of Singapore
was certainly oppressed by the white colonial state. Yet they were also colonists in their own
right and were implicated in the colonial project.19 As advisors to the administration, Chinese
elites in Singapore played a critical role in colonial governance helping to in keep the
majority Chinese labouring population in check.20
The history of connection between Darwin and Singapore, their common status as
tropical colonies and the similar nature of their multi-ethnic populations facilitated the
development of a common colonial culture. In both sites colonial prestige was marked by the
presence of numerous Asian and Indigenous servants in elite colonial homes. Chinese
houseboys predominated in domestic service in Darwin and Singapore between the 1880s and
1910s. In Darwin by the 1920s, Aboriginal men and women as well as young mixed-descent
girls came to dominate the servant class. In Singapore in the same period Chinese female
servants called amahs gradually replaced Chinese men in service. In Chinese homes in
Singapore, mui tsai (girl slaves) were also employed throughout the 1880s and 1930s.21
As will be explored in the following discussion, the common ways in which violence
by white male employers was legitimised or ignored in the two colonies illustrates the
‘connective tissue’ of gendered ideologies and the ways in which colonialism as a system
rested on the maintenance of patriarchy.22 At the same time, however, the condemnation of
Chinese employers of servants in Darwin, compared with the respect Chinese masters were
accorded in Singapore, illustrates how conceptions of race and class shaped patriarchy in
different ways in settler and exploitation colonies.

A ‘slight kick’: Justifying white men’s violence against Chinese houseboys, 1880s–1910s
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Between the 1880s and the 1910s accounts of violence by white men towards their Chinese
servants were relatively common. In both sites, white men were charged and convicted for
beating, slapping and kicking Chinese houseboys and other servants employed in the home.
In Darwin in 1885, a police constable by the name of Robert Stott defended himself against a
charge of assault of his Chinese houseboy, Ah Lung, by claiming that his ‘slight kick’ was
provoked by Ah Lung ‘using a certain closet in a filthy manner’. Stott’s use of the racist trope
of Chinese people as dirty and unhygienic worked in his favour with the judge fining him a
mere one pound for the assault and the newspaper dismissing the case as ‘a most trumpery
affair’. 23 In Singapore a similar emphasis on white master’s violence as justified prevailed.
Cases of white men slapping or beating their Javanese and Chinese servants with belts and
fishing rods were reported in sympathetic terms. Convictions for assault were described by
journalists as ‘frivolous prosecution[s]’ while acts of violence were dismissed by judges as
‘quite justified’ or a result of ‘grave and sudden provocation’. 24
First-hand accounts from the Chinese servants who worked for British and white
Australian men are incredibly rare. One of the only accounts that I am aware of is an oral
history interview with Lim Ming Joon, a Hainanese man who worked as a servant in
Singapore in the 1920s and 1930s. His account contests the idea that British men only
responded with violence when justifiably provoked. Lim recalled a British male employer
who became ‘very angry’ and ‘threw a fit’ when he was a few minutes late for work. Lim
was forced to defend himself with a knife.25
Attitudes toward violence in colonial societies were complex and often contradictory.
From the mid-nineteenth century in Britain and in the empire, respectable servant
management involved a ‘retreat from violence’.26 At the same time, the use of violence to
discipline native servants was viewed in some circles as necessary and even appropriate.27 In
the Philippines, Americans were forthright when it came to describing the use of force
7

against their Filipino servants. They did not view violence in opposition to their stated goal of
‘tutelage’ and ‘benevolent assimilation’.28 By the early twentieth century in British colonies,
however, displays of violence were seen by colonial officials to call into question the
legitimacy of the civilising mission and to violate the maintenance of physical distance
between coloniser and the colonised.29 Displays of ‘vulgar abuse’ by white men also had the
potential to unsettle the assertion that Anglo-Saxon men were biologically destined to rule
due to their innate rationality and restraint.30 In this context the emphasis on white male
violence as justified can be interpreted as an attempt to shore up white colonial and
patriarchal authority.
The depiction of white masters as firm yet fair was reinforced by representations of
acts of violence by white mistresses. In both Darwin and Singapore violence on the part of
white women tended to be attributed to hysterical bursts of rage, particularly if the woman
involved was working class.31 Such depictions reflected the anti-white women rhetoric which
was aired across the tropical colonial world. The increasing numbers of white women visiting
and settling in colonies across India, Africa, Asia and the Pacific from the late nineteenth
century was viewed by colonial administrators as a welcome development. The imperialist
and nationalist rhetoric of the era emphasised that white women’s supposedly innate maternal
influence would ‘civilise’ white colonial men and ‘native’ others. In the popular press,
however, these women were often represented as ‘idle memsahibs’ who were incapable of
managing ‘native’ servants and, by association, were ill equipped for colonial rule.32
The depiction of white male violence as justified also expressed and sought to resolve
broader fears about the large and supposedly lawless Chinese populations of Darwin and
Singapore. During in the 1880s and 1890s colonial authorities in both sites depicted Chinese
labourers as a criminal class. In Singapore, anxiety centred upon Chinese labourers’
membership of so-called ‘secret societies’ (kongsi). In both sites, petty and violent crime in
8

the colonies was attributed to the Chinese labouring classes and, in particular, their
recreational activities which included opium consumption, gambling and frequenting
brothels.33 In Darwin, concerns about crime were conflated with angst about growth of the
Chinese population in what was supposed to be a ‘white mans [sic] country’.34 In 1888 the
Chinese population of the Northern Territory reached 7,000, outnumbering white colonists by
four to one.35
As the labourers with whom Australian and British colonists were most intimate,
Chinese houseboys came to embody white anxieties about the Chinese population. One of the
attractions and obligations of the colonial venture for white men travelling to places like
Darwin and Singapore was the experience of exercising ‘personal authority’ over colonised
subjects.36 In their fictional accounts and travel stories, British and white Australian men
described how the colonial experience, and their mastery over Asian and Indigenous servants
in particular, transformed them from perfectly ordinary men into white masters. In Somerset
Maugham’s short story ‘The Outstation’, set in the remote jungles of Malaya and published
in the 1920s, newly arrived British colonist, Warburton, revelled in the fact that ‘he was no
longer the sycophant craving the smiles of the great, he was the master whose word was
law’.37 Likewise, in Capricornia, his novel based on his time working as the Chief Protector
of Aborigines in Darwin in the 1920s, Xavier Herbert cynically described how middle-class
men from the southern regions of Australia transformed themselves into aristocratic
gentlemen after arriving in the town by engaging Chinese domestic staff and by acquiring the
appropriate tropical attire. As he put it: ‘Within two dozen hours of landing they were
wearing solar topees …Within a hundred hours they came forth in all the glory of starched
white linen clothes. Gone was their simplicity forever.’38
The British and white Australian men who constituted the main employers of Chinese
male servants in this era did not, however, always encounter the loyal and devoted Chinese
9

houseboys of their imaginings. Chinese male servants were regularly accused of stealing
from and, occasionally, violently assaulting their white male employers.39 In Singapore,
accounts of Chinese servants ‘running amok’, attacking and sometimes murdering their
Chinese employers reinforced a general fear of the Chinese servant class.40 In Darwin, too,
the potential of disgruntled servants to lash out at their employers was the subject of press
comment.41 As much as it was a means through which white masculinity was affirmed then,
the colonial experience also exposed its vulnerability and insecurity.42 In Darwin and
Singapore, white men’s anxieties about their own violence and potential violence from their
Chinese male servants was resolved by employing the same strategy. As we have seen, white
men were depicted in newspaper accounts of violence against servants as rational bearers of
justice whose discipline was directed at taming savage Chinese men. While the rhetorical
strategies for dealing with the perceived problem of Chinese criminality were the same, the
governmental responses to this issue were very different and reflected the divergent aims of
settler and exploitation colonialism.

[INSERT FIGURE 2 NEAR HERE]
Figure 2. ‘Chinese Boy on duty’, Lambert and Co, Singapore, c. 1900, Royal
Netherlands Institute of Southeast Asian and Caribbean Studies.

In the Northern Territory, the introduction of immigration restriction by the South
Australian administration in 1888 and the passing of the white Australia policy in 1901
ensured that the Chinese population declined dramatically.43 The beginning of the
Commonwealth administration in 1911 brought with it new mechanisms designed to
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marginalise the Chinese labouring community economically as well as diminishing their
numbers through strict adherence to immigration restriction.44 As the Chinese servants who
had been such an essential part of white households were largely forced from the town,
discussions of violence by and towards Chinese male servants disappeared. While a number
of white Territorians lamented the decline of Chinese houseboys, occasional reports of acts of
violence by the remaining few Chinese servants resident in the Northern Territory and by
those employed in other parts of Australia and Asia perhaps soothed other white Territorians
that their ‘Chinese problem’ had been resolved.45
In Singapore, rather than alienating and excluding the entire Chinese population, the
colonial government sought to assert control over labouring Chinese by collaborating with
elite Chinese merchants (towkays) and the English speaking Straits Chinese community.46 In
addition, the government banned kongsi organisations in 1890 and began regulating brothel
prostitution and the production and sale of opium.47 The administration also targeted the
Chinese servant class specifically, attempting to introduce the registration of domestic
servants in 1888 in order to provide employers with information about their servant’s
personal and criminal histories.48 Further calls for the introduction of servant registration
followed, but was never instituted. While in Darwin concerns about the Chinese servant class
disappeared from public commentary, in Singapore a new threat of politically inspired
violence by Chinese male servants emerged during the 1920s.49 Like colonial administrators
in Darwin, the Straits Settlements sought to deal with this ‘Chinese problem’ through
immigration control. Rather than creating a nation for the white man, however, the intention
was to exclude those ‘likely to promote sedition or to cause a disturbance of public
tranquillity’ with Chinese male servants signalled for particular attention.50
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‘…a form of cruelty not easily detected’: Ignoring the abuse of Aboriginal servants in
white Australian homes and mui tsai in Chinese homes, 1910s–1930s
Between the 1880s and the 1910s popular representations of violence by British and white
Australian masters emphasised assault and abuse as a legitimate means of disciplining
unwieldy Chinese servants. By the 1920s strategies for defending ruling-class men’s violence
had changed. The 1920s and 1930s was a period of growing humanitarian critique with the
alleged exploitation of Aboriginal servants employed in white homes in Darwin, and the
abuse mui tsai (girl slaves) working in Chinese homes in Singapore, targeted for comment.
Rather than confront the allegations, government officials and the local press remained silent
to protect and defend the reputation of white Australian men in Darwin and middle-class
Chinese men in Singapore. Preserving the image of these men as good masters and good
colonisers was essential to achieving the settler colonial project in Darwin and to ensuring the
long-term stability of exploitation colonialism in Singapore.
From the 1910s governmental efforts to transform the multi-ethnic north into a
bustling site of white settlement stepped up pace. While immigration restriction had largely
solved the perceived problem of Chinese settlement in the Northern Territory, the persistence
of Indigenous communities and the emergence of a mixed-race population were seen as an
obstacle to achieving a white Australia in the north.51 The Commonwealth government’s
Aboriginal Ordinances of 1911 and 1918 sought to resolve the so-called ‘half-caste problem’
by removing mixed-descent children from their families and communities and assimilating
them into white society. In aid of this objective, mixed-descent boys were trained as farm
labourers while girls were recruited into domestic service. Prospective white employers had
to apply to for a license to employ Aboriginal and mixed-descent servants in their homes.52
While this system of Aboriginal employment was lauded by the Commonwealth
administration as the ideal means of ‘protecting’ Aboriginal people and assimilating the
12

mixed-descent community, it was criticised by some commentators within Australia and
overseas. The fact that Aboriginal and mixed-descent servants were compelled to work as
servants for white employers and received little or no remuneration for their work ensured the
licensing system was condemned in London and Europe as one of ‘slave certificates’.53
Australian missionaries and feminists also condemned the conditions of Aboriginal
employment as ‘analogous to slavery’ and warned of the potential for violence against and
sexual abuse of mixed-descent servant girls by white male employers.54
Despite the national and international context of debate, instances of abuse of
Aboriginal domestic workers were not discussed by the press in Northern Territory and were
only rarely the subject of official comment. Nor did employers (either at the time or later in
oral history accounts) acknowledge violence and exploitation.55 Where the issue of violence
or abuse involving Aboriginal and mixed-descent domestic servants was raised it was in
relation to their alleged abuse by Chinese employers prior introduction of the South
Australian administration’s Aborigines Act of 1910 which first banned the employment of
Aboriginal and mixed-descent people by ‘Asiatics’.56 In contrast to Chinese masters, white
Australian mistresses in particular were depicted as civilizing and protecting.57 As Victoria
Haskins has shown, this image of the kindly white mistress was used by government officials
in the Northern Territory and across Australia to justify the forcible removal of Aboriginal
children from their communities and their so-called ‘apprenticeship’ in white homes.58 The
image of the benevolent and paternal white employer was also of vital importance in
justifying the pursuit of a white Australia in the tropical north. This is illustrated by the ways
white male violence towards Aboriginal servants was intentionally obscured in Darwin.

[INSERT FIGURE 3 NEAR HERE]
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Figure 3. Margaret Gilruth sitting on steps outside Government House with an
unnamed Aboriginal maid servant and Billy Shepherd, Darwin, c. 1912-1918, Jean A. Austin
Collection, Northern Territory Library.

The attempt to ignore and silence accounts of violence by white men towards their
Aboriginal servants in the Northern Territory is demonstrated by the story of an Aboriginal
man called Romula employed on Oenpelli Station. In 1917 Romula was convicted of
attempting to murder his employer, Patrick Cahill, and the entire Cahill family by adding
strychnine to the butter. While the case was briefly discussed in the Annual Report for the
Northern Territory in 1917 it received no coverage in the local press.59 The entire incident
may well have been forgotten were it not for the Royal Commission on corruption in the
administration of the Northern Territory which ran from 1920 to 1921. While the local press
in Darwin continued to ignore the case, journalists elsewhere detailed the failure of the justice
system to adequately defend Romula. Newspaper articles from around Australia also
documented Cahill’s violent response to the poisoning, describing how he had chained and
whipped Romula and the mixed-descent cook, Jimmy Ah Foo.60
The reluctance to discuss the case in the Northern Territory reflects the anxieties that
surrounded Aboriginal men who transgressed the role of passivity and powerlessness which
colonial discourses had allocated them.61 While we do not know Romula’s motivation in
poisoning Cahill, his attempt to murder the mission manager would surely have been read as
a challenge to colonial power in the Northern Territory. On the other hand, other cases where
the behaviour of Aboriginal men exposed the myth of their harmless and passive nature did
receive attention in the local press.62 The key reason for the reluctance to engage with this
case related to the actions of Cahill. The image of a white employer chaining and whipping
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his Aboriginal and Chinese servants was the absolute opposite of restrained civility and
fatherly care befitting of a white master and coloniser. It seemed to confirm the accusations
levelled at white employers of Aboriginal servant as slave owners. In a report to the
government, Cahill attempted to restore his reputation as a kindly white master by claiming
that Romula had poisoned him because he was trying to stamp out the practice of ‘wife
beating’ amongst the Aboriginal men on the station. The Northern Territory Times’s support
for this version of events is illustrated by their decision to republish the report.63
A desire to protect the image of white men in the Northern Territory can also be seen
in the reporting of instances of sexual abuse of mixed-descent girls in service. Oral history
accounts from women who worked as domestic servants in Darwin indicate that the threat of
sexual abuse was part of life as a domestic servant.64 Public awareness of the issue of sexual
abuse is demonstrated by the campaigns of feminist groups for white women to be appointed
as Aboriginal Protectors and to be given powers to inspect the conditions in which mixeddescent girls were employed.65 The reluctance of the Commonwealth administration to act on
such requests illustrates the desire to avoid the implication that, as Fiona Paisley puts it,
‘white men were the problem on the frontier’. 66 In Darwin, the reluctance to discuss potential
and actual incidences of abuse of Aboriginal servants in white homes reflects a desire to
protect the image of white men as good masters, good colonisers and the rightful inheritors of
the land.
The only article I have located that delved into the issue focused not on the sexual
exploitation of Aboriginal servants but on a ‘rumour’ that a named mixed-descent woman
had murdered her new born baby. Implied within the discussion of the article was the
suggestion that mixed-descent Aboriginal servants were regularly involved in sexual
relationships with their male employers, though there was no suggestion of coercion.67 The
widely accepted view of white Australians in this period that mixed-descent women were
15

sexually promiscuous served to absolve white employers of guilt.68 That the article was
published in 1935 at a time when assimilation took on increasingly eugenic undertones with
the aim of breeding out colour perhaps also explains the lack of public outrage and action.69
While in Darwin humanitarian critique surrounded Aboriginal employment in white
homes, in Singapore the position of mui tsai (girl slaves) employed in Chinese homes was
subjected to intense international scrutiny. The mui tsai practice was a tradition that Chinese
migrants had brought with them to Singapore and involved impoverished Chinese families
selling their daughters into servitude. On reaching puberty mui tsai were married off, became
concubines, or were resold, sometimes to brothels.70 During the 1920s and 1930s the Chinese
republican government, the League of Nations slavery committees, the British Aborigines
Protection League and various missionary organisations based in London and China labelled
the practice child slavery and called for its abolition within the Straits Settlements, Malaya
and Hong Kong.71 The Straits Settlements government sought ‘remove any vestige of doubt
… that slavery … is tolerated in this Colony’ by making superficial changes to transform the
system into a form of domestic apprenticeship.72 The most significant piece of legislation was
the Mui Tsai Ordinance of 1933 which required the registration of all existing mui tsai, the
payment of a small wage and regular inspections of their working conditions. The legislation
failed to bring the practice to an end with owners disguising their mui tsai as family members
or simply refusing to register them.73 Further action was taken with the commissioning of a
report on the mui tsai in 1937 in which it was argued that most mui tsai now worked for their
employers as free servants and were generally well cared for. In contrast to the ‘Majority
Report’, Edith Picton-Turbervill’s ‘Minority Report’ maintained that the system and its
abuses were ongoing. Picton-Turberville gave evidence that beating mui tsai was
commonplace and, while it was difficult to document that ‘form of cruelty not easily
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detected’, the notions of ownership on which the practice rested increased the potential for
sexual abuse.74
Very few of the oral histories and memoirs from Chinese people who employed mui
tsai in 1920s and 1930s Singapore detail abuse, with most maintaining that mui tsai were
treated as part of the family.75 Yet the accounts of former mui tsai, such as Janet Lim,
confirm the Picton-Turberville’s assessment that because the mui tsai was a ‘slave’ who ‘had
been purchased’, ‘the master could do whatever he pleased with her’.76 Mui tsai who suffered
physical and sexual abuse had little opportunity for redress as the Chinese patriarchal system
allocated women roles as domestic drudges, child bearers and sex objects.77
Despite the international anti-mui tsai campaign which drew attention to the
systematic abuse of these servants, there was reluctance in Singapore to condemn the Chinese
employers of mui tsai. In Singapore during the 1920s and 1930s, the reporting of murder,
attempted murder, battery and sexual assault variously perpetrated by Hainanese houseboys,
British memsahibs or Eurasian masters was at a peak.78 In Hong Kong stories of ‘callous
mistress[es]’ violently abusing mui tsai occasionally featured in the local European
newspapers.79 In Singapore, however, there was a marked absence of accusations of abuse of
servants within Chinese homes. Journalists, like government officials and even anti mui tsai
campaigners, were influenced by the arguments made by Chinese employers that the mui tsai
were treated as family members rather than slaves and were rarely abused.80
While upper and middle-class Chinese employers of servants were generally spared
the critical gaze of newspaper reporters, one incident involving the beating of a ‘Chinese
servant maid’ who may have been a mui tsai was reported in the Straits Times in 1909. The
focus of the case and the article was not, however, on the assault of Wee Ah Hoh by her
Chinese master Hoh Sang Lim, a wealthy towkay (merchant). Rather, the case was brought
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against Wee for attempting suicide. She was convicted and sentenced to fourteen days
imprisonment.81
It was not until 1937 in the context of Picton-Turberville’s minority report and
subsequent publications on abuses of mui tsai by Sir George Maxwell, a former colonial
administrator in Malaya, that the Straits Times acknowledged a previous ‘indifference’
towards the mui tsai issue. The paper resolved to bring to light ‘allegations of shocking
cruelty’ and the ‘dangers and evils that are inherent in this custom’.82 The Straits Settlements
government too made further attempts to end the mui tsai practice with the Children’s
Ordinance of 1938–1940. However, the outbreak of World War II ensured it was never
instituted.83
Sarah Paddle attributes the lack of hysteria during the mui tsai controversy to the
‘internationalist and racially aware’ western feminist movement.84 For the press and the
colonial government in Singapore the display of cultural sensitivity also had a practical
purpose. The reluctance of the British to condemn respectable Chinese for keeping mui tsai
needs to be read in the context of a majority Chinese population and Chinese elite with close
ties to the government. For European colonisers, to be a good and worthy master was to be a
good and worthy coloniser. To exclude the Chinese from the status of respectable mastery
was to exclude them from coloniser status. This would allocate the British a long-term moral
responsibility for the colony, a situation that was not consistent with their colonial objectives.
As the Acting Secretary of the Straits Settlements Hayes Marriott put it in 1921, it was the
Chinese community rather than the British who ‘look upon this Settlement as their home’ and
‘form a permanent population’ in Singapore.85 The cultural sensitivity displayed by the
British in Singapore was in their own best interests, providing a means to maintain colonial
stability and business as usual.
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Conclusion
The representation of violence perpetrated by British, white-Australian and Chinese men
against their servants in Darwin and Singapore underwent considerable change between the
1880s and the 1930s. During the 1880s and to the 1910s, convictions of white men for assault
of their Chinese houseboys were regularly reported in the local papers. In the context of
widespread anxiety about the large numbers of Chinese labourers within the colonies and
their supposed predilection for crime; beating, slapping and kicking Chinese servants was
envisioned as an appropriate form of servant discipline and a reasonable means of
demonstrating white men’s status as rulers. Thus, despite the contrasting objectives of settler
colonialism in Darwin and exploitation colonialism in Singapore, the potential threat which
white male violence presented to the colonial civilising mission was conceived of and
resolved in very similar ways. Ultimately, the colonial governments of Darwin and Singapore
also sought to resolve the perceived problem of Chinese criminality in the same way, using
immigration controls to exclude the migration of Chinese male workers. In Darwin, however,
the intent of immigration restriction was to create a ‘white man’s country’ while in Singapore
the aim was to achieve political stability so that profits might keep flowing back to London.
By the 1920s and 1930s the reporting of violence by white masters disappeared
almost entirely. In the context of widespread humanitarian critique of colonialism,
government officials and the press in Singapore and Darwin were careful to protect the
reputation of white masters as representatives of colonial legitimacy. Thus, the press in
Darwin refused to engage with the allegations of white men violently assaulting and sexually
abusing Aboriginal servants that were reported in newspapers in south-eastern Australia and
overseas. In Darwin, discussing the potential for white men to abuse Aboriginal servants was
seen to risk the future of the colony. The justification for the domestic indenture of
Aboriginal and mixed-descent people rested upon white colonial patriarchy with a
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paternalistic white master and a kindly white mistress responsible for assimilating Aboriginal
people into the white settler nation.
In Singapore in the 1920s and 1930s, the racialised and gendered image of British
men as good masters and good colonisers was reinforced by salacious accounts of savage
white memsahibs and uncivilised Eurasian masters abusing their servants. At the same time,
there was marked silence in the press regarding the allegations of exploitation and abuse of
mui tsai in Chinese homes which were being aired in Hong Kong and London. In Singapore,
condemning Chinese masters for abusing mui tsai had the potential to alienate the elite
Chinese on whom colonial stability in part rested and thus risked the future of the colony.
An analysis of the ways in which violence by employers of servants was represented
by the press, colonial governments and ordinary colonists illustrates the central yet distinct
way in which colonial patriarchy operated in settler and non-settler colonies. In Darwin
colonial legitimacy rested upon defending white men from accusations of violence. In
Singapore, middle- and upper-class Chinese men were also represented as respectable and
restrained masters and, by implication, worthy colonisers.
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